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Every young man reaches a point in his life where he must leave the nest and spread his wings. I tried my wings during the turbulent, early years of the seventies. The trials I endured tested my skills and made me stronger. I made many mistakes that could have caused my demise and I look back on them now and wonder why I lived through them. I can’t believe it was that I was so valuable a person that I had to be spared for humanity. No, I have no great abilities that must be shared with the world. I am a very average Joe without redeeming qualities that should make me stand-out from Johnny down the street. As I think about it I realize that I have had more than my share of incredible luck or was it a higher power that has protected me? This last possibility is what I must believe.
From a small child, I was raised as a good Catholic. I was brought up to fear the Lord and received the sacraments that all good Catholic boys should. Even though I have changed denominations, I have always considered myself a Christian, and the religious background I received through the Catholic Church laid a strong foundation for my belief in a divine entity. That’s not to say that my religious beliefs were always worn on my shoulder and that I was never a person to backslide. Yes, I did my share of hell raising that did not reflect a proper religious upbringing or a strong belief in God. But through it all I always felt that there was a spiritual entity that watched over me and protected me.
Like so many people I seemed to place my guardian in my back pocket and only let him out when things had really hit the fan. I would call on him with the promises to be good if only I could make it through this one “terrible event”. Yes and when the answers came and the trouble passed, it was back in the pocket for him and on I went. I guess my rationalization for that behavior was that it was my guardian's job to protect me and keep me safe from harm, and the natural thing to do during bad times was to put him to work. This belief would change as my life progressed to where I am now.
In sharing this turbulent time of my life I know I will be sharing things that will not flatter me or put me up as a great example or mentor for anyone, but it will share the trials and tribulations that can be part of the growing process. I hope that it will give young people a sense of forewarning about many of the temptations that are waiting out there for the unaware youngster who is testing his or her wings.
We all go through this as we step into the great unknown and get taken up with life as it leads us along an uncertain road to discover ourselves. This story is dedicated to all those young men and women who take this journey.
Hardly A Hero
A Soldier’s Story
By
Michael Thomas Young
Chapter 1 - The Need to Leave
I was lying on my bed feeling the cool sheets against my body. The breeze filtered through my bedroom window bringing with it the scent of orange blossoms. I lay there staring at the ceiling, tossing a worn baseball up and watching its slow motion fall back into my worn brown leather fielder’s glove. As the ball fell back it turned over and over making the signatures, smudged and barely readable, spin faster and faster. I tossed it higher and it fell with a plop into the leather pocket. My mood was somber and I felt like I wanted to shut out the world. I just wished it would all go away. My insides were all wound up and my head ached with a searing pain that shot through my temples.
I put the ball and glove down and I wiped the moisture from my eyes. I could feel the tears continue to well up and tried to think of things that would take my mind of what was making me so emotional. My eyes burned as I rubbed them harder. My emotions were like a runaway train. I didn’t know why I felt out of control of my feelings. My whole life seemed to be coming apart. I would be full of rage one moment and then compassionate and caring the next. I resented my parent's interference in my life, but loved them for all they had done for me. I even argued with Case my best friend.
I strongly felt the pull to be out of the house and on my own and this craving for what I viewed as freedom was tearing at me. Nothing seemed to be right with my life and I knew something had to change or I would just go nuts!
I recently broken up with my girl friend Sue and did not understand why I couldn‘t just walk away from the relationship. I had wanted to break up with her to see other girls and I told myself time and time again that it was the best thing for us to see other people. But I knew the real reason was my driving desire to experience sex. This played a huge part in my decision to breakup with her. She didn’t believe in sex before marriage and I was too immature to wait any longer. Dates that ended with the two of us necking and petting with no release drove me wild. I would hear from my friends about their sexual encounters and I felt that I must be the only 18 year old virgin left on earth! If she wouldn’t satisfy me, I would find someone who would. (I would later regret this immature attitude towards sex but it still drove us to break up). I sent her a letter and tried to explain how I felt to her, but failed miserably. She tore the note in half and wrote her response on the bottom half, saying she truly loved me but if I wanted it to be goodbye, she wouldn’t come around anymore.
That was it and as it became reality, I had regrets. It didn’t seem right anymore. I started to miss her companionship and I found that sex was just a feeling of lust that could not compare to the strong feeling of commitment and sharing of a close friendship. Later, I saw that she was seeing guys who were older than me. They seemed to have it all together; nice cars, jobs, and money. I just couldn’t seem to get it together at all. What had I done?
To avoid accountability for the break up, I made excuses for myself. How could I let myself fall for this girl anyway? I didn’t even like her when I first met her at the high school dance. My best friend Case had talked me into going to the dance and had introduced her to me. My first impression was that she was a bit of a geek and defiantly full of herself. She was tall, slender and wore her sandy brown hair short because she was a swimmer. She wore glasses that seemed to stick out on her face and she talked too much. I only danced with her because Case was asking her friend to dance and he wanted us to hang out with this group. Once we were on the dance floor, she moved her body in beat with the music and smiled and laughed and it wasn't long before I found that I was beginning to like her. I fell under her hypnotic trance on the dance floor as she moved her athletic body to the beat of the music. She won my heart with her gentle smile.
The relationship had grown from there and soon I found myself seeing things in her that I never would have noticed without talking to her and seeing first hand that she was not only beautiful on the outside but so very interesting and truly a wonderful person inside too. Our friendship soon became a teenage romance. The relationship grew strong and lasted for several years but in the last year of high school the relationship suffered as we matured at different rates. I seemed to be stuck in an awkward trap between a boy’s immaturity and the strong drives and urges that accompany a boy changing into a man. She, on the other hand, had blossomed into a very mature young woman. She had lost her geek’s appearance and had metamorphosed into a beautiful, intelligent and interesting person. She no longer wore the glasses but was wearing contacts and the beauty of her eyes could be seen without being hidden behind the glasses. She had let her hair grow out and it framed her lovely tanned face. Her legs were long and shapely and her body was well toned after years of swimming in competition. Her skin was soft and smooth. She spoke with an angel’s voice and I felt my heart pound whenever she was near. She was captivating.
The wedge that grew between us had continued to widen and the gap became a chasm. I dated other girls but always thought of her. Nobody seemed to be able to take her place. In an attempt to win her back, I found myself doing stupid and foolish things that only served to reinforce the fact that she had far outpaced me in maturity.
As I lay there staring at the ceiling, I prayed for a release. There had to be a way to get away from this town. This town seemed to be only serving me with reminders of how I had spent my last three years dating her and how I hated that I wanted her so badly. It was destroying me and I had to get away. I had to go where I could forget and refresh my soul and find myself.
Chapter 2 - Enlistment
The news came in the mail. I came home from class at the college and mom was sitting at the kitchen table holding a letter. I recognized the envelope as one I was expecting from the local Air Force recruiter. Mom held the letter toward me and asked.
“What is this all about?” She handed the letter to me and I read that I was accepted into the United States Air Force. I explained to Mom that I had applied to the Air Force along with my friend Roy. She gave me plenty of reasons why joining the service was out of the question.
I thought back about how it all seemed to happen so fast. It was a combination of things that made me make that decision to join the military. You might say I was primed and ready and all I needed was a catalyst to make me act on my desire to do something to change my life.
Enter the catalyst in the form of my high school chum, Roy. I had become closer to Roy in my senior year of high school. He was a very successful person and seemed to be in control of his life. He was a hard working individual and always set his sights high. For a high school student he had achieved much. He had his pilot’s license and flew on the weekends to interesting places and seemed to be totally independent. He drove a sporty new Mustang and had a job after school that paid him well. Although he was not particularly good looking he never had trouble getting girls to want to be with him. He seemed to be living a great life. I spent more time with him and used him as a mentor. He liked many of the same things as I did and we got along great. I truly admired his independence. One day he told me that he was taking his shot at enlisting in the Air Force. I tagged along with him to the Air Force recruiters’ office.
Roy was completing his paper work while I waited. I looked around the recruiter’s office and saw pictures of young men in uniforms. They all had the look that said I am in control of my life and making a difference. They looked confident and strong, handsome and I admired their images. Now I was seeing Roy joining their ranks. It didn’t take a whole lot of persuasion to get me to follow his lead. The romance and adventure that the recruiter sold me was just what I wanted to hear. I was so naive and wanted a change so bad that anything this snake oil salesman said to me was taken as the God's honest truth. Even the part about the Air Force training me to be an Air Traffic Controller was swallowed hook, line and sinker. It was the scene from Pinocchio when Stromboli talks him into acting. I was hopelessly trapped. I had followed my buddy into the web and now the recruiter like a spider was wrapping me in his silk. I would soon be devoured by the military machine. Later I would realize that Roy had committed to the military but one thing was very different between us. He had a plan and had been working on his plan for some time. I, on the other hand, was shooting from the hip and reacting on impulse. Impatience was a curse that would haunt me for a long time and be one of life’s lessons that I would need to learn over and over.
The papers were signed and all that was left was to break it to the family. Mom finding the letter in the mail didn’t help and took away the advantage of breaking the news when I felt the time was right. The parents did not take the thought of their only son joining the military very well and tried to convince me to reconsider. I held my ground and the family finally accepted my decision. Dad gave in first and I believe that his own military experiences swayed his thinking. He had served both in the Merchant Marines and the Army Air Force at the end of World War Two. He felt that the military was good for teaching discipline and that one could learn a good trade while serving. His concern was that the Vietnam War was raging. Every night the news of the war invaded our home through the TV set. He and Mom would see the loss of life and hopelessness that the media portrayed about the War. I had other things to do and didn’t spend much time watching the news and really didn’t know where Vietnam was; let alone what was going on in the war. My world at that time was my home town of Campbell, California and what was going on there.
Eventually the family grew used to the fact that I would not change my mind and that I was going to leave shortly after Christmas for boot camp in Texas. Roy and I were going to boot camp at the same time and would be going through the induction process together.
The family threw a great going away party for us and all of our friends showed and bid us farewell. Sue was there and I wanted to go to her and tell her how badly I had been missing her and how happy I was to see her, but something, I didn’t quite understand, told me to hold back.
The party ended and all the friends were leaving. I caught Sue in the corner of my eye as she was getting into one of her friend's cars. I moved quickly to the car but tried not to be so obvious. I stood next to the car waving at others leaving in their cars and looked down as if by accident. I saw her looking up at me and said "Oh Hi!" I thanked her for coming. Sue smiled a sad smile. The car started to pull away and our eyes locked. I felt like that car was taking her out of my life forever.
I turned and walked back to the house but before I could get to the front step my eyes caught Roy standing there with a slight grin that meant he was up to no good.
I asked, "What are you up to?” Roy just smiled and pulled out a hand from behind his back and held up the bottle of Jim Beam.
“Want to take a ride?" My smile broadcast my answer and we jumped into his yellow Mustang and roared off.
Roy asked, “What do you want to do before we go off to save the world?" I gave this some serious thought for about two seconds and then remembered the times I spent at the beach and how I always felt so carefree there.
I answered without hesitation, “The beach man! I want to go to the beach!”
We were off and driving over the Santa Cruz Mountains, commonly known as “going over the hill”. We were reckless and felt invincible. We passed the bottle as we wound through the mountain's curving highway. The engine gave a throaty roar, tires squealed as they took the curves at break neck speed. The car fishtailed and drifted from side to side before the tires would grab and on we climbed higher and higher into the hills. The windows were down and the wind felt great blowing through my hair.
We both were daring fate to take us. The oncoming headlights seemed to blur as the other vehicles sped by. We hit the summit and slowed for the downhill descent. We were laughing as we both felt we had cheated death. The wild ride ended when we arrived at the beach. We got out of the car and walked out toward the pounding surf. The two of us collapsed on hard sand and sat there looking at the roaring waves crashing onto the shore. We fell silent in awe of nature's power and beauty. Our minds were in deep thought and we were in our own worlds. I don’t know why, but I stood first, then Roy followed suit and we both took one more swig out of the near empty bottle. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and without looking at Roy, calmly said,
"What do you think Pal? They say it’s warmer at night."
Roy responded with, “After you buddy!" The two of us seemed to have gone crazy as we started to run towards the water stripping off our cloths as we ran. I hit the water and felt the icy impact of the cold ocean hitting my body like a shock wave. The water engulfed me in its icy grip. We swam and shouted to the sky. Pushed each other down and laughed with a hearty laughter that only can come from people without a care in their lives. For that moment there was no world. There was just the surf and two friends. We stumbled out of the water and collapsed on the beach. I turned to Roy and shouted with a shivering explanation,
"Damn that was cooooold and woooorse yet I think it sobered me right up!" Roy was jumping up and down rubbing his arms to bring the warmth back. He shivered and reached down to gather his clothes.
Roy said “Not to worry!" He ran stumbling to the car as he attempted clumsily to place his leg into his pants but only succeeded in putting it in the same pant leg as the other causing him to fall face first into the sand. He stood up and tossed the pants and continued to the Mustang. He returned with another bottle. Roy held it up as if it was a trophy and quoted the Boy Scout motto.
"A Boy Scout Is Always Prepared!" We dried the best we could and broke open the new bottle. Soon we had our drunk on again and drifted through conversations about girls, cars and then we fell into talking about how we were going to save the world and the adventures we would go on with the Air Force. The sky began to spin and the conversation slurred and then it was black.
I opened an eye and the world started to come back to focus with the new dawn light, as the focus grew clearer I spotted a movement in the sky above me. It was a sea gull with its wings out stretched. The sea gull soared over us gliding in the sea breeze like a kite riding on the wind. It spotted our two silhouettes on the beach and dipped down circled and dipped again. After seeing we were no threat it glided in for a closer look as other gulls joined him. The large gull neared my position and eyed Roy carefully. His sharp eyes looked for any morsel that might be on the sand near my snoring buddy lying there in a heap. Down and down the bird slid on currents of air. Closer and closer as it eyed a piece of paper that might hide a treasure, a section of candy bar or even an piece of left over hot dog from a picnicker the day before. The white and gray bird landed and went to examine the area for any sign of food that might be next to Roy’s motionless body. It moved in quick with little hops. After each hop it would look around quickly looking for signs of danger. Then it caught the sight of a slight movement. Roy emitted a little moan and flinched as a fly had landed on his nose. The gull quickly took to the gray sky with a great flap of its wings, climbing for altitude. Roy moved in a slow motion roll ending up lying on top of the paper that had promised the bird the possibility of a mystery meal. The gull reached a safe height and then spotted a 50 gallon garbage can and flew directly to it. He circled his new target as other gulls joined in and did their own little circles before they landed and fought with each other for a watermelon rind. One large gull with a damaged leg grabbed the rind in its beak and flew out over the water as the others tried to take its breakfast. The flying melee went round and round and only ended when a large white gull with dark trim on the tips of its wings dived into the center of the mix and dislodged the rind. It fell spiraling down into the waves below.
I moaned as I reached for my head. I instantly had to lie back down as the spinning sand was too much for me. I felt the blood pounding in my head as I tried to rise again. Cold and half dressed I rolled to my right and saw Roy laying there with the empty bottle next to him. He was shivering and I reached over with a foot and shook him. We were now both awake and fighting very bad hangovers. We sat there silent and staring at the surf. The world would have to wait for us to save it... at least until we got over these hangovers. We lay back down to sleep it off.
Chapter 3 - Induction
Soon induction day came and we found ourselves getting off the bus near the Oakland induction center. It was a large building with several cheap hotels and businesses around it. A crowd of war protesters were gathering and trying to block the side walk. All of us new recruits had to squeeze through the chanting protesters to enter the induction center. An elderly woman dressed in a long multi-colored dress squeezed through the crowd. Reaching out she grabbed my arm. I turned quickly to face this assault and was ready to deal the assailant a damaging blow. I was shocked to see the gray haired old woman. I stopped and faced her and looked into her eyes and checked myself. I saw a frail woman in her seventies. Her long gray hair framed her shallow face. Her hair was adorned with yellow and white daisies. She wore a plaid shirt rolled up at the sleeves over her long dress and two bony forearms protruded from the ends of the sleeves. In her frail hand she grasped a bible. Her other hand had a firm hold of my arm. It was a strong grasp for old women. I saw her worn hand trembling as she tried to hold onto me. She placed a yellow flower in my shirt pocket and pushed a soldier’s bible at me. Her frail voice cracked and strained as she plead with me not to go into the induction center. She cried, “War will only stop when nobody will fight anymore. Please don’t fight young man. Don’t go son. Please don’t go". I became very uncomfortable and pulled away but grasped the bible. She mouthed the word "Please" as I was pulled along with the crowd of inductees towards the entrance to the building. I looked back over my shoulder trying to get a glimpse of the woman as I wanted to thank her for the bible. She seemed to have been swallowed by the crowd. The protesters were chanting and police were trying to push them back. Oakland’s finest were mounted on horseback and using the horses to push through the crowds. For a moment I had a terrible vision of the old woman being trampled under the hooves of the huge brown beasts.
Our group of young recruits passed through the front doors and went into the guts of the induction center. Inside, we were now safe from the protesters. The building was abuzz with young men moving about from station to station completing paper work? Soon Roy and I found ourselves taking the oath along with other young men who had enlisted or were drafted into military service. After that we were placed on a bus heading to the Oakland airport. I looked at the worn brown bible in my hand and opened the cover revealing it‘s tattered pages. Written in small printing on the inside of the cover was a short note. It read "I will pray for you while you are gone and think of you often. Please be careful. Read your bible and know that you are loved. God will protect you. Love, Missy.”
I thought of my mother and reached up and touched the smooth metal surface of the Saint Christopher medal hanging from my neck. My mother had given me this medal, placing her faith in Saint Christopher to keep her son safe. I felt a pang of guilt as I knew I had upset my mother with my decision to enlist.
Early that morning when Roy and I left the San Jose Bus station in route to the Oakland induction center, I had watched Moms tears run slowly down her cheeks as the Greyhound had pulled out of the station. This would weigh heavy on my mind for a long time to come. I knew she was worried and she wished that I had not left. I had seen her go through this when my older sister had left home to join her future husband in South Carolina. I remembered the sadness Mom carried after Toni had gone and I felt bad for bringing this feeling back to my mother.
The bus arrived at the airport and the group went to our respective gates to wait to board the planes. Soon we were on our way to Texas and a new life in the military.
Chapter 4 - Basic Training
The plane left Oakland and flew to L.A. where we changed planes. There was an excitement in the air. We were talking and sharing our stories about where we were from and why we had joined or were drafted. The plane set down near San Antonio and we were instructed to wait in the passenger lobby until a uniformed man gathered us and had us get on yet another bus.
The bus was a large comfortable bus like one would take on a casino trip to Lake Tahoe or Reno. The hour was late and we had settled down and the bus was silent except for the deep hum of the motor and the swishing sound of the air conditioning escaping from the air vents above the seats. At about midnight, the bus rumbled through the Gates at Lackland Air Force base training center. Most of the recruits were asleep in their seats. I woke when I felt the giant greyhound lurch to a stop. The sounds of the bus coming alive further awakened me and I sat up and took a look at my surroundings. The recruits were sitting up and staring out the windows at the big banner stretched out across the front of a gray two story wooden building. The banner read Welcome to Lackland Air Force Base. The bus fell silent as an airman in a crisp uniform boarded the bus and began to yell for everyone to be quiet and prepare to disembark the bus.
We were scolded for not doing as we were told as a few of the guys from the bus made wise cracks and rude remarks about the poor reception we were receiving. This brought the wrath of the drill instructors down on our heads for the bus seemed to fill with angry men in green fatigues. They were shouting in our faces and getting everyone out of the bus in a ridicules Chinese fire drill.
An attempt was made to get us to form lines. There we stood luggage at our feet and trying to stand at attention, which was the first Basic training lesson. Heels together, feet set a 45degrees, shoulders back, chest out with arms at your side hands closed into fists with the thumbs facing front. While this was going on some of the guys were snickering under their breath and yet some were scared to death.
There were all ethnic groups and classes represented. Some had long hair and some had shaved heads. The cloths were a variety of the country dress, cowboy boots, Levis, and plaid shirts to city slicker garb. Dialects varied from the Hillbilly drawl of the back woods of Virginia to the street slang of the New York Bronx to the LA barrios.
We stood there as a group of intimidating instructors worked their way through the ranks. They gave pet names to the recruits and made sarcastic remarks about their hair, cloths and cheap after shave. A short stocky cantankerous Hispanic Sgt. stepped in front of the ranks and yelled, “This is the sorriest excuse, for fighting men, I have seen so far. Are we scraping the bottom of the barrel or what?!”
That night the flight was marched all over the base processing in. We made it to a two story wooden barracks and were assigned bunks by Sgt. Piaez. The rest of the night seemed to pass too quickly. I had finally fallen asleep for what seemed like seconds when I woke to the crashing sounds of a 20 gallon metal garbage can crashing on the floor and rolling down the main aisle between the bunks.
“Rise and shine girls! Get your butts out of the sack and get this mess cleaned up and line up in front of your bunks! You have five minutes!” It was Piaez and he looked very sharp with his perfectly creased uniform and Campaign hat set squarely on his head. The way he carried himself, made up for his small size. The five foot four T.I. (Training Instructor), had a commanding presence and everyone he addressed snapped to and complied with whatever his command was. The cleat that he wore on his boot let everyone know he was approaching and this sound soon would become a sound that would drive fear into an airman’s heart.
Everyone dressed quickly. The second lesson was started as he taught us how to make a bed the military way. The trick was to make perfect hospital corners and to get under the bunk and stretch the sheets and blanket tight where they were tucked under the mattress.
Air Force T-shirts were handed out to everyone and we wore our civilian pants and shoes. Piaez then had everyone fall out in front of the barracks and had us form a formation of several lines. This group together was called a flight and each line was a squad. The first man in each line was then named as the squad leader. Piaez walked up and down the lines inspecting the new recruits of our new flight.
He stopped in front of a guy and asked, "What’s your name Airman?"
The subject of his inquiry would respond with his name and he would be cut off as Piaez shouted at him.
"When you address me you will start your sentence with SIR! And end your sentence with the word SIR! Do you understand me Airman?" Piaez continued," I will call you Gomer, as in Gomer Pile! Is that clear Gomer?"
The poor guy responded with, “Sir, yes sir!”
“Very good Gomer! You learn fast! I want the rest of you girls to take a lesson here and do just like Gomer.”
I tensed up as Piaez moved closer, stopping at each recruit to engage him in a short belittling conversation. He got to me and stood in front of me making eye contact. I felt that Piaez could look right through me. The stare lasted for what seemed like an eternity and then for some unknown reason Piaez turned and stepped to the next man in line and gave him hell about his long hair. This continued until Piaez reached the last man.
That first week consisted of a lot of marching. Hurry up and wait became a new term introduced to the men.
The day we were issued our uniforms came and we were marched to a huge green building and as we passed along a lengthy counter the supply clerks were tossing uniforms at us. There was no measuring for sizes but the clerks would look at the man and guess his size and then toss him the item. At the end of the line we were given a large green duffle bag and all items were placed into the bag as we were given the command. Anything theft when we finished made us the subject of the wrath of the supply clerks who seemed to relish the idea of dishing out their frustrations on us airman basics.
"What’s your major malfunction airman?" This was shouted at the new airmen basics. “Can’t you count butt head!" After getting the uniforms we marched to the barracks and were issued a foot locker and lock. We were taught to fold every piece of uniform the military way. Even our jock straps had to be folded perfectly. The foot locker had to be lined up just so at the end of the bunks and each bunk had to be in perfect alignment from the front of the barracks to the rear. Attention to detail was the name of the game. And the T.I. found plenty of details for us to remember.
One Airman who failed to have his jock strap folded right when his foot locker was inspected faced the wrath of Piaez. It happened one day during an early morning inspection. Piaez came to the airman’s footlocker and had him open it. As Piaez was going through the locker he stopped and jumped up yelling "What’s this!", "I can’t believe this! Girls W H A T I S T H I S !" Piaez held up the jock strap high above his head.
The response boomed out through the barracks, "Sir, a Jock strap SIR!”
"And is it folded properly?"
"SIR No SIR"
Piaez gave the order for the flight to form up in front of the building. We all stood at attention in formation and Piaez screamed, "That was not fast enough Girls! Back inside! After everyone was back at the foot of their bunks he gave the command to form up again. There was a mad rush of bodies as we all scrambled to form up.
Piaez shouted, "Again girls do it again!" After the third or fourth time he was finally satisfied. His focus returned to the poor sap who didn’t fold right. He called the airman out to the front of the formation. The trembling airman was standing at attention with sweat droplets running down his face.
"Are you a dummy or something airman? Don’t you know how to fold your jock strap?"
The airman replied "Sir No Sir, I Mean yes."
Piaez , "WHAT DID YOU SAY!!"
"Sir I said Yes Sir"
Piaez then proclaimed for all to hear. “You are so dumb; I think you are a super dummy. Do you think you are a super dummy?"
The reply came back "Sir, No Sir."
Piaez then asked, “Well then what do you call a person who can’t fold his Jock strap right?
The reply came slowly, “Sir I don’t know Sir."
Piaez continued, “Well I guess we will all stand at attention out here in this heat until you can tell me what they are called." The airman stood there and the volume of sweat seemed to increase dropping from his brow.
“Sir, I think they are called Dummies, Sir?" The nervous man yelled.
Piaez yelled, “Yes, yes and yes again, you are right! And what does that make you airman?"
The Airman responded, “Sir, a dummy Sir?"
"WRONG!!! You are a SUPER DUMMY!!! I want to hear you say it! What are you?"
The airmen’s response was, "Sir. I am a super dummy Sir."Piaez Smiled slightly then the grim look returned to his face.
Piaez, “I can’t HEARRRRRR YOU! I want you to shout it out loud so your mommy can hear you back home."
By now the airman was slightly shaking. “Sir, I am a super dummy Sir!!" Piaez smiled.
"Very good." Piaez stepped closer to the airman and the airman flinched. Piaez reached out with the jock strap and placed it over the airman’s head and face and issued instructions.
“Now I want you to run around the building and shout it so this whole damn base will know.” Piaez pointed the airman towards the barracks.
The airman ran around the building shouting as he went, “I am a super dummy I folded my jock strap wrong."
Before basic was complete there would be several others making the run of shame for failing an inspection.
Failing an inspection could result from things like not making their bed tight enough, or having scuffs on their boots, not keeping your foot locker locked, not keeping your tooth brush clean.
The bunks even had to be perfectly aligned and the airman that was in charge of alignment of the bunks had a roll of string hidden but it would surface every morning and he would run the string from one end of the barracks to the other, making sure all the bunks touched the string thus aligning them all. Both sides of the barracks up stairs and down would be done this way. The shoes under an airman’s bunk also had to be aligned perfectly and the uniforms that were hung on hangers had to have equal spacing between hangers.
Some tricks to keeping a tooth brush clean in your foot locker was to tie a substitute tooth brush to a string and take the cap off the metal bed post, drop the substitute tooth brush down the post and place the cap back on the post. This held the string in place so the airman could retrieve it to use when needed. At the same time he would keep a new tooth brush in his foot locker so when the T.I. would inspect it, it would always be clean.
Roy and I were in the same flight and were surprised to see another guy from our high school graduation class in our flight too. Jerry was well liked by both Roy and I. Jerry had been a quite student that didn’t stand out much at school. He was best known for his martial arts skills. He became somewhat popular during the senior year when he and another guy form his Karate school put on a demonstration of the various martial arts styles. He was very good and I don’t think anyone picked on him after they saw his demonstration.
Jerry was a stocky guy with light wavy brown hair, before the military hair cut took it all off. He wore a pair of glasses with thick black frames that stood out on his face. He was very nice to all he met.
Jerry looked like he had gained considerable weight since high school and struggled with the physical requirements of basic training. He was sick a lot of the time and many mornings couldn’t make muster. Jerry confided in me that he didn’t know if he was going to make it through basic. I could see how hard it was affecting him. There were days when he couldn’t make it out of bed at all. Jerry told me that he couldn’t handle getting set back in training or worse yet being discharged for medical reasons. I made a promise that I wouldn’t let that happen to him and that I would do everything in my power to see that Jerry would graduate basic with Roy and I.
When Jerry missed some classes I would share my notes with him and if he was sick on test days I would take his exams for him. When the exam sheets were passed out, I kept two sheets. Placing one under the other I would slide the sheet down and write in Jerry’s name and info then would take the exam and turn in both sheets at the end of the class.
One day I was placing the two exams on the table in front of the class as I was leaving the room when the instructor looked up and stopped me and asked, "Airman Young, why are you turning in two tests?
I thought, oh crap! This is it! I’m busted! I quickly responded to the instructor that I found the second one on the floor and it must have fallen off the table and that it must belong to one of the guys that had left earlier. There was a moment when I thought the instructor could see through this lie. He was silent for a few seconds as I tried to remain calm. The silence was broken when the instructor said, “Very good Young, thanks for picking it up." I nodded and continued out the door and joined those of the flight that had already finished and were smoking outside the building.
Roy walked over and told me.
“That was a close one. Let me do the next one just in case they are getting wise." With that Roy confirmed what I had thought all along. That was that Roy knew what I was doing to help Jerry and now Roy was pitching in too.
We also tried our luck at smuggling Jerry food from the chow hall. This was particularly difficult as we were watched all the time and had to follow the strict military basic training protocol. We went in heel to toe, got our trays and then side stepped through the line. After getting our food we walked smartly to a table set for four. We stood holding the tray until there were four of us at the table. Only then could we sit. The T.I.s roamed the chow hall jumping at the chance to ridicule anyone who was not following protocol or might be slightly out of uniform. We definitely did not want to draw attention to ourselves. To get caught taking food out of the chow hall would get you demerits. So many demerits and a basic trainee would be held back and fail to graduate with his class. The risk was big, but loyalty and friendship between the three of us was stronger than the fear of getting caught.
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